
My Chance

Let’s Give the Public What It Wants

By Kenneth W. Outcalt

S everalrecentarticlesin theJOUR-
NAL andthe lettersgeneratedinre-

sponsehavehad an underlyingtheme:
“Forestersknow whatis bestfor the for-
est.” Indeed,this undergirdingassump-
tion is pervasiveamongmany foresters
andoften leadsto conflicts with thepub—
lie (A.W. Magill, “Barriers to Effective
Communication’I. For. 89(10):16—i8).
It isapparentthatthepublic ismuchmore
environmentallyconsciousand involved
than in the past,and it expectsprofes-
sionalforestersto exhibit the samelevel
of environmentalsensitivity.The idea
that “if we educatepeopleandshowthem
what we are really doing, then they will
supportus” will only work if forestprac-
tices reflect what thepublic really de-
sires.Solet’s betruthful andseehow the
public responds.

Althoughplantationforestrydoespro-
vide many otherresourcevaluesin addi-
tionto timber,thisis not the wholestory.
We must also admit that plantationsare
lesscomplex,i.e., they havelower bio-
logical diversity than naturalforesteco-
systems,andplantationforestry employs
agronomicprinciplesto maximizefiber
productionandprofit at theexpenseof
potential adverseimpact to the environ-
ment. Professionalforestersshouldnot
be ashamedof this or try to hide it.
Rather,theyshouldpointout that,in spite
of its consequences,plantationforestryis
still the leastenvironmentallydamaging
major land use:agriculture,transporta-
tion, housing,andurbandevelopmentall
havemuch greaterenvironmentalcosts
thandoesforestry.

This doesnot meanthat improve-
mentscannotbe made.All managers
shouldcontinually strive to find andem-
ploy techniquesthat havefewer adverse
environmentalrepercussions.However,
plantationforestry is and will remaina
soundandresponsiblesystemforproduc-
big the fiberthat our societydemands.

it is quite obvious that mostof the
public doesnot think plantationforestry
is appropriatefor public lands. I believe
thema~otitywantpublic landstoserveas

a repositoryfor maintainingthe biologi-
cal diversity of forestecosystems.This
meansretainingall thegenesandspecies
in thecommunityin their normalrelative
abundanceanddistributionovertheland-
scape;it alsomeansfosteringthenatural
ecosystemstructureand processes.

This doesnot meanlocking up all
public landsoreliminatingfiber produc-
tion. Rather,it meansproducingall out-

putsby managingtheselandswith sys-
temsthat morecloselymimic, or at least
producethe sameresultsas,naturalpro-
cesses(for example,selectionharvesting
to imitatethe small-scaledisturbanceof
individual treemortality that occursinall
forests;or clearcuttingon only thetem-
poral andphysicalscalethat would occur
in systemsunaffectedby humans).

Usingpresentinformation,equations
canbe developedin conjunction with a
GIS databaseto generatemapsor lists of
areasto beclearcutduringa 10-yearplan-
ningcycle.Thesewould bebasedon esti-
malesof the sizeand frequencyof the
larger-scaledisturbancesfrom fire, which
occurs in nearlyall foresttypes.Even
with less-than-perfectdataandmodels,
this shouldprovidea closerapproxima-
tion of the naturaldisturbanceregime
than doesthe currentsystem,which is
basedon a fixed rotation age.

If manyof thenative treesin apartic-
ular communitytypesurvive to 300—800
years,it is obviousthat clearcuttingand
regeneratingall standson an 80- or 100-
yearrotationcannotproducenaturalcon-
ditions.Conversely,lockingup the forest
will alsonot producenaturalconditions,
becausesystemsare not largeenoughto
fosterand allow natural fire to operate
withoutmanagementinput.

This is what I think NewForestry for
public landsis about. It is not pseudo-
science,nor is it doing nothing.in fact,
althoughit is designedto minimizeenvi-
ronmentaldegradation,it will requirea
muchhigherlevel of managernexx~from
naturalresourceprofessionals.It will ne-
cessitatemore site-specificmanagement
prescriptionsandlessuseof standardop-
eratingprocedures.As such,it will be
muchmore challengingand will finally
allow forestersto apply the art andsci-
enceof silviculture. I believemostpro-
fessionalswould welcomethis opportu-
nity; butevenif they do not, this sort of
approachis inevitable—becauseit is
whatpeoplewant,andnoamountof “ed-
ucating”will changetheirminds.

This doesnot meanthat programsto
educatethepublic aboutforestry are not
needed;they are.However,theyneedto
bean unbiasedpresentationof thefacts,
including areasof uncertainty—not
“salespitches?’Wecannothopeto regain
public confidenceif we areless thanto-
tally honest.

Mostof us becameprofessionalfor-
estersbecauseof a genuineconcemfor
theenvironment.Weneedto relaythis to
others.We also mustlistento their con-
cernsand desires.Educationworksboth
ways: peoplehavebeentrying to giveus
feedback,but we haven’tbeendoing a
verygoodjobof learningfromthem.u
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